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helping to create a low-carbon 
economy”.
While companies now 
scramble to assemble their green 
credentials, Wal-Mart are already 
raising the stakes, with Leo Scott 
addressing a meeting in the UK 
this month at the invitation of 
Prince Charles.
He promised to take non-
renewable energy “off our 
shelves and out of the lives of our 
customers”.
“Forgive the jargon, but we 
think sustainability is cool,” he 
told the audience of high-level 
environmentalists, corporate 
executives and government 
officials at the meeting in 
London eager to hear of these 
new policy pledges. “And 
perhaps more than anything 
else we see sustainability as 
mainstream”.
He called on each of Wal-Mart’s 
1.3 million employees to make 
one element of their lives more 
green by, for example, switching 
to energy-saving light bulbs or 
buying organic produce.
He outlined the company’s 
plans to use only 100 per cent 
renewable energy in its stores, 
creating zero waste, and selling 
products that sustain the 
environment. He said that he was 
seeking to send no waste from his 
UK stores to landfill by 2010.
And Sainsbury’s, another 
leading UK supermarket company, 
has announced efforts to tackle 
deforestation by selling paper 
products by the middle of this 
year only from recycled or 
sustainable sources.
Green pressure groups 
have given the promises a 
cautious welcome but many 
environmentalists are treating 
the new pledges with a generous 
dose of salt. Sandra Bell, food 
campaigner at Friends of the 
Earth, said Wal-Mart and Tesco 
expansion policies contradicted 
their green agenda and 
questioned their commitment to 
cutting their carbon footprints.
But there’s no doubt 
environmentalists, 
conservationists, governments  
and the leaders of many other 
industries will be looking closely 
at these promised moves by such 
major retail giants. Q & A
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What turned you on to biology 
in the first place? Natural 
history — and in an unfocused 
sense, evolution. I owe a lot to 
my father, who knew a great deal 
of natural history. Even before 
schooldays I was obsessively 
interested in animals and collected 
caterpillars, frogspawn, and 
woodlice from under Aubretia, 
and remember being enraptured 
by a radio programme, ‘How 
Things Began’, about the age 
of dinosaurs. Trips to Chester 
Zoo with my grandmother were 
magical, and she took me to a 
film, ‘Where no Vultures Fly’, 
about a game park in Africa. 
There was little access to wildlife 
compared to the breathtaking TV 
nature films available nowadays. 
Many weekends were spent on 
a friend’s farm in north Cheshire, 
which influenced my choice of 
PhD, on sexual selection in yellow 
dungflies, at Bristol. This began 
as an undergraduate project and 
proved to be a remarkably lucky 
choice: it led me into what was to 
become behavioural ecology.Do you have any favourite 
papers? I loved G.C. Williams’ 
book ‘Adaptation and Natural 
Selection’, which I first 
encountered in Liverpool in the 
early 1970s. And Bob Trivers’ 
early paper on parent–offspring 
conflict, which shocked me rather 
than reinforced my intuition 
and convictions. And John 
Maynard Smith’s early papers on 
evolutionarily stable strategies, 
Ric Charnov’s classic on optimal 
foraging, and Bill Hamilton’s on 
inclusive fitness and his selfish 
herd paper. I find it almost 
impossible to choose just one 
from all these. How lucky, with 
my natural history interests, 
to be starting my career in the 
late 1960s, with the behavioural 
ecology ‘revolution’ about to 
begin, and what a privilege to 
have played a part in it, however 
small.
What is the best advice you’ve 
been given? Soon after starting 
at Liverpool, the ecological 
geneticist Philip Shepard, one 
of the sharpest intellects I have 
ever met, told me to publish all 
my ideas before I was 35 — after 
then all you do is refine them. 
I was 35 in 1979, and about 
40% of my citations are from 
papers to 1980, so he was 
probably right. The advice I’d 
give young biologists is to follow 
what they find most interesting, 
whatever pressures push in 
other directions. I dread the 
thought that academic research 
might become ‘directed’. If 
they have a genuine interest, 
I’d urge someone considering 
evolutionary biology to go for 
it: the revelations that lie ahead 
using molecular techniques to 
understand evolution — both 
phylogeny and adaptation — are 
immense. I wish I had another 
lifetime to be able to see it all 
happen!
If you knew what you know 
earlier on, would you still pursue 
the same path? I began at Bristol 
University as a medical student. 
From the start I regretted it, and 
wished I were doing zoology. So, 
to the amazement of the pre-
clinical tutor and the indignation 
of the dean of medicine, I quickly 
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smartest move financially, but for 
me it was right, and I have never 
regretted it.
What has been your biggest 
mistake? There have been 
several: failing to write things up 
soon enough, not picking good 
terms — for example, ‘opponent 
independent costs game’ sounds 
very tedious compared to ‘arms 
race’. I should have spent more 
time learning mathematical 
techniques, and probably less 
time on my other hobbies, jazz 
and exhibition poultry. But 
perhaps my biggest mistake was 
not to have embraced molecular 
biology more fully.
Do you have a favourite 
conference? Yes, the ‘Biology 
of Spermatozoa’ conference 
organised by Tim Birkhead and 
Harry Moore: this is a relatively 
small meeting attended by 
just a few (50–60) people, with 
a delightful atmosphere and 
setting. And ASAB conferences 
always feel comfortable and 
friendly to me. My least favourite 
conferences are the very large 
ones. Most conference attendees 
are young — I’m one of the 
few ‘oldies’, which makes me 
uncomfortable. The enthusiasm 
and excellence of most young 
scientists is wonderful: their 
presentations are so much 
better than mine 30 years ago, 
even accounting for changes in 
technology.
Do you have any scientific 
heroes? Yes: many, many, from 
Darwin and Wallace on. If I 
have to choose one, it would be 
John Maynard Smith. I valued 
him for so many reasons — his 
friendship, humour, humanity, 
clarity, encouragement of younger 
scientists, and not least, his 
science and vision. 
What do you think about the 
electronic revolution? I think 
it’s just great — absolutely 
wonderful. Though I have some 
nostalgia for those hours spent 
in dark corners of libraries, I 
wish all primary science could 
be freely downloadable as PDFs. 
Manuscript preparation — and statistics — is so comparatively 
easy now! But maybe electronic 
dependency will one day send 
humanity back to the Pleistocene 
when the ‘ultimate’ virus destroys 
all stored information.
Do you have any strong views 
on changes in universities? 
Academics are much more 
‘managed’ than they were, 
which I find depressing. We are 
more productive, but probably 
not more original or innovative, 
and there is less ‘gentlemanly 
goodwill’. Vice Chancellors now 
resemble industrial executives 
and universities have become 
businesses, preoccupied with 
money. As a colleague puts it, to 
assess the quality of a scientist 
by his funding is like assessing 
the merit of a farmer by how 
much fertiliser he flings on his 
fields. The important thing is the 
quality of the science the scientist 
produces. 
What is your greatest research 
ambition? My ambitions have 
always been simple and  
practical — for example, how 
to get more time for research, 
or funding for a new computer! 
These days, I often think about the 
magic of that historic 1970s era 
when behavioural ecology —  
natural history as science — 
emerged with such force. I’d love 
it to continue to flourish.
What do you think are the big 
questions to be answered next 
in your field? I still think that the 
evolution of sex (recombination) 
is a major problem — why does 
sexual reproduction exist and 
when should asexuality replace 
it? Many solutions have been 
proposed; all work under some 
conditions. This question squares 
up to all the big questions in 
biology — such as how the brain 
processes information, what 
governs the differentiation of a 
zygote, and so on. John Maynard 
Smith eventually believed that the 
sum of all the proposed effects 
may account for sex. Certainly 
many very clever people have 
thought hard and long on this 
issue, but I still feel that a more 
global solution may eventually 
be found. In my field, there are of course many rather smaller 
questions. For instance, what 
are the causes of variation in 
sperm? We know roughly why 
they are relatively small in mass 
compared to ova — but why are 
some sperm so long, as they are 
for example in some Drosophila 
species, and why is their form so 
variable in some groups? There 
are questions remaining about the 
maintenance of genetic variation, 
for example, the lek paradox. At 
present I am fascinated by the 
evolution of complex life cycles 
and life history strategies in 
helminth parasites —  
there are plenty of unanswered 
questions in this area!
You have mainly been concerned 
with questions and theoretical 
issues in evolutionary biology, 
but what about applied science? 
Conceiving a question is the first 
and most fundamental part of the 
scientific process. Science is not 
the same as technology —  
many people confuse the two. 
Scientific breakthroughs enable 
technological advances, but 
science is all about revealing and 
understanding nature, not about 
applying that understanding to 
aid human life. Technology can 
be great, and the application of 
science is clearly going to be 
vital if we are to survive, and if 
we are going to conserve other 
species, and save the planet. But 
in my view, a scientific project 
need not have obvious economic 
application before it can be 
justified — I always refuse to 
answer grant-awarding bodies’ 
questions about how a proposal 
will contribute to “the quality of 
life and the wealth of the nation” 
(or whatever). A solution to the 
question ‘why recombination?’ 
may or may not have economic 
applications, but we still should 
search for the answer. Science is 
about gaining insight into nature 
in its broadest sense — about 
understanding fundamental truths 
by reason, logic and evidence. 
The alternative is irrational 
superstition, and we all know 
where that can lead.
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